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National Democratic 

Governance 
2.25 2.50 2.75 3.00 2.75 2.75 2.75 3.00 3.00 3.00 

Electoral Process 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.75 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 

Civil Society 1.50 1.50 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 

Independent Media 2.25 2.50 2.75 3.00 3.00 2.75 2.75 2.75 3.00 3.00 

Local Democratic 

Governance 
2.00 2.25 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 

Judicial Framework 

and Independence 
2.25 2.50 2.75 3.00 2.75 2.75 3.00 3.00 3.00 2.75 

Corruption 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.75 3.50 3.50 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 

Democracy Score 2.14 2.29 2.46 2.68 2.54 2.50 2.57 2.61 2.64 2.61 

 
 

 

NOTE: The ratings reflect the consensus of Freedom House, its academic advisers, and the author(s) of this report. 

If consensus cannot be reached, Freedom House is responsible for the final ratings. The ratings are based on a scale 

of 1 to 7, with 1 representing the highest level of democratic progress and 7 the lowest. The Democracy Score is an 

average of ratings for the categories tracked in a given year. The opinions expressed in this report are those of the 

author(s). 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
While Slovakia is unquestionably a consolidated democracy, corruption, cronyism and illiberal politics 

remain significant, if not dominant, features of the status quo. Developments in 2015 did not significantly 

alter this impression. 

Slovakia has been among the most obvious economic success stories in post-communist Europe, 

and with economic growth topping 3 percent in 2015, it is one of the fastest growing economies in the 

European Union (EU). However, political and judicial reforms have slowed down in recent years, and as 

the country’s political right splintered, the ruling Direction–Social Democracy (Smer-SD) has cemented 

the primacy of an already well-developed network of clientelist partners in business, healthcare, and the 

courts. Smer-SD has also reasserted the state’s important role in the economy, including in social policy 

and public administration. By the end of 2015, the party gained in public opinion polls—partly due to 

Prime Minister Robert Fico’s anti-immigrant rhetoric amid the European migration crisis—and was set to 

stay in power after the March 2016 elections.  

In contrast to 2014 with its multiple elections, the year 2015 in Slovakia was largely one of 

stagnation as political parties strategized for the general election. In September, Fico launched a direct 

challenge against the EU’s refugee resettlement quotas, an action that proved popular with the Slovak 

electorate and highlighted a latent xenophobia in the country. The country’s existing Roma minority 

remains politically and socially marginalized.  

The electoral campaign put major structural reforms on hold, with the education, healthcare and 

judicial sectors remaining the most in need of an overhaul. Healthcare in particular remains the source of 

repeated public procurement scandals. With medical workers earning low salaries, the scandals prompted 

a hefty debate about common informal payments made to doctors in a sector where funds rarely seem to 

be where they are needed.  

Much of the government’s political activity in the first half of the year centered on coping with 

crises, including the continued fallout from a series of scandals in late 2014 that saw the health minister 

and the speaker of parliament lose their jobs amid allegations of corruption. In April, the government 

bailed out the insolvent construction firm Váhostav-SK, owned by one of the major donors to Smer-SD. 

The move stirred controversy since the government rewrote the country’s bankruptcy law in a matter of 

days. In October, Smer-SD would move just as quickly to alter construction law to lure car company 

Jaguar Land Rover and a new factory to the country. The hasty nature of these changes will likely have 

longer-term implications for property rights and add to the inconsistency of the legal regime regulating 

development. The core construction law, for example, is part of a legal framework that dates from 

communist Czechoslovakia.   

Among the positive developments, changes already underway in the judiciary at the end of 2014 

crystallized further in 2015. The most significant of these saw Stefan Harabin, as of 2014 still the head of 

both the Supreme Court and the regulatory Judicial Council, further sidelined from power. Harabin’s 

power in the judiciary was emblematic of the cronyism and politicization of the court system, and his 

removal has both symbolic and practical impact. After years of delay, in September Slovakia successfully 

appointed a new judge to the European Court of Human Rights.  

While many feared that media acquisitions by controversial investment group Penta—which in 

2014 bought a stake in the publishing house Petit Press, the publisher of the country’s most important 

daily, Sme—will harm media independence, these claims have yet to be justified. Sme more or less 

maintained an independent editorial line throughout the year. However, Penta launched multiple lawsuits 

against other publishers in the country, targeting them for publishing opinion pieces that criticized their 

influence on state policy.  

Early in the year, a petition-driven national referendum sought to reaffirm a ban on same-sex 

couples’ right to marry and adopt children, as well as require parental consent for participation in sexual 

education in schools. Though those who voted overwhelmingly favored the motions, turnout was well 

below the required 50 percent of eligible voters required to reach a quorum. In response, and in a 
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significant development for the country’s civil society sector, the LGBTI community reorganized its 

outreach efforts. By the end of the year, public opinion polls found that a majority of Slovaks favored 

some form of legal recognition for same-sex couples, though parliamentary action on this looks unlikely 

in the near term.  

Amid a lack of coherent political opposition, President Andrej Kiska has served as a check on the 

government. Though Kiska possesses little formal power, he used his position to speak out against the 

government’s policy regarding refugees throughout the year and reiterated Slovakia’s commitment to the 

EU and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). He also sought to use his power to confirm 

judges appointed by parliament to influence change in the judiciary.    

 

 
Score Changes: 

 

 Judicial Framework and Independence rating improved from 3.00 to 2.75 as positive trends 

apparent at the end of 2014, specifically related to the removal of Stefan Harabin from key 

judicial posts, consolidated in 2015. 

 

As a result, Slovakia’s Democracy Score improved from 2.64 to 2.61. 

 

 

Outlook for 2016: Parliamentary elections will take place in March 2016, and the country will clearly 

benefit from an end to the campaign maneuvering that crippled meaningful action on key political issues 

for much of 2015. The outcome of the elections will be closely watched as Slovakia will hold the rotating 

EU Council presidency in the second half of 2016. The Slovak economy is expected to be among the 

fastest growing in the EU, and a return to power looks likely for the governing Smer party. Should the 

party further solidify its political influence and form a one-party government in parliament, Slovakia’s 

democratic development will likely deteriorate.  
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MAIN REPORT 
 

 
National Democratic Governance 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

2.25 2.50 2.75 3.0 2.75 2.75 2.75 3.00 3.00 3.00 

 

 March 2016 general elections loomed large over the politics of the year, with the second half marked 

by tactical measures that targeted the election. Prime Minister Robert Fico began framing a case for 

his Smer-SD party already in April 2015, nearly 11 months before Slovaks take to the polls.
1
 The 

European refugee crisis played a major role in the campaign, and opposition parties were outspoken 

in claims that the so-called second social package of reforms—a €200 million set of measures that 

include reduced VAT rates and increased social benefits to regions with high unemployment—

amounted to a give-away designed to buy votes.
2
 The government unveiled a third package of new 

social benefits in December.  

 Perhaps the most significant political event of the year was the government’s April decision to bail 

out the insolvent construction firm Váhostav-SK.
3
 Váhostav accumulated significant debts as it 

signed on to build state highways below cost and subcontracted out significant portions of the work. 

Close ties between Váhostav-SK’s key shareholder Juraj Śiroký and the ruling Smer-SD prompted 

concerns about the motivation behind the bailout. The government permanently rewrote the 

bankruptcy law in a matter of weeks, and the Smer-dominated parliament passed the changes in late 

April, just days before a deadline for a restructuring plan. Such ad-hoc solutions to larger structural 

issues have been perceived as a consistent negative feature of the Smer-SD government. 

 Now a full year into his term in office President Andrej Kiska has provided a valuable check on the 

largely unopposed power of the Smer-SD party, which holds an outright majority in parliament. 

Kiska’s October speech in parliament presented, for example, a more liberal viewpoint on the 

European refugee crisis largely lacking from the political discourse, including from the political 

opposition.
4
 The president argued that accepting refugees would mean no threat for Slovakia; his 

request to speak in parliament was an indication of his intention to contribute more to the public 

debate.  

 Slovakia was one of four countries (along with the Czech Republic, Hungary and Romania) to vote 

against a European Union (EU) policy aimed at redistributing 120,000 refugees throughout the EU. 

After the plan’s approval in September, Slovakia categorically refused to implement the policy, 

though as of year’s end only a handful of refugees have been resettled anywhere. Moreover, in 

October, Fico’s government moved to sue the EU at the European Court of Justice, contesting the 

manner in which the quota policy was decided.
5
 Commentators and analysts widely viewed Fico’s 

vocal opposition to resettling migrants as an attempt to turn xenophobia to his electoral advantage.
6
 

Indeed there were early indications that Slovakia was making logistical preparations to accept 

refugees, but the issue remained open to potential abuse for political gain. Behind the scenes, 

Slovakia has been a willing contributor to the EU solidarity fund meant to deal with the migrant crisis 

and in July agreed to temporarily house migrants seeking asylum in neighboring Austria on a former 

military base.
7
 It seems likely that the rhetoric will be less combative post-election, but opposition to 

accepting migrants was widespread among the public at year’s end. 

 

 

Electoral Process 

 

 



5 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

1.50 1.50 1.50 1.75 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 

 

 After a busy year in 2014 with presidential, European Parliament, and local elections, 2015 was quiet, 

with no electoral events. A February referendum on the rights of gay couples, initiated by the civil 

society group Alliance for the Family, generated significant public debate. However, the discussion 

did not translate into turnout on voting day. Although voters overwhelmingly supported the three 

ballot items—banning same-sex marriage (which is already banned in the constitution), preventing 

same-sex couples from adopting, and allowing an opt-out from sexual education in schools—only 1 

million people cast ballots, about 21 percent of eligible voters.
8
 This was well below the required 50 

percent threshold. The low turnout, however, did not necessarily signal Slovaks’ unwillingness to 

participate in the electoral process, as the strategy used by the initiative’s opponents was to keep the 

turnout well below the threshold and this way invalidate the results.
9
 

 Slovakia’s party system is undergoing considerable change, creating the possibility for unusual 

electoral coalitions in the near future. In 2015, the center-right portion of the political spectrum 

remained splintered and rife with infighting. The disintegration of the once powerful Slovak 

Democratic and Christian Union (SDKÚ) that began in 2014 was all but complete by the end of 

2015.
10

 Defectors had either moved to other parties or moved to form new parties that had drawn 

paltry public support.  

 At year’s end, Smer-SD looked poised to win the March 2016 elections. The party’s support was 

around 40 percent in the polls, which would likely translate into an outright majority in the 

parliament. Smer was followed by the center-right Sieť party, the Hungarian minority party Most-Híd 

that has since drawn non-Hungarian defectors from other parties, the nationalist Slovak National 

Party (SNS), and the conservative Christian Democrats (KDH).
11

 In June, the nominally conservative, 

extraparliamentary NOVA party announced its willingness to cooperate with the Ordinary People and 

Independent Personalities (OĽaNO) movement, an ad hoc collection of populists that formed before 

the 2012 election. Whether or not that particular arrangement has staying power, the announcement 

was an indication of the reconsolidation processes to come.
12

 Another election victory for Smer 

would almost certainly accelerate this process.  

 

 

Civil Society 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

1.50 1.50 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 

 

 In June 2015, leaders of the LGBTI community cancelled their annual pride march in Bratislava, the 

capital, citing a general “bad mood” and concluding that the march would inflame conservative 

opposition rather than improve relations with them.
13

 Though initially perceived as a setback for the 

rights of LGBTI people, the community increased its outreach efforts at the same time, sharing stories 

of LGBTI individuals and couples with the wider public. In the same month, 39 nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) formed a coalition that pledged to campaign on behalf of same-sex partners.
14

 

By October, a poll found that a majority of Slovaks support some form of legal recognition for same-

sex couples.
15

 However, no mainstream political party advocated a similar change in its election 

platform. 

 Debate over the European refugee crisis saw both sides of the discussion tap civil society resources to 

voice their views. Extremist groups mobilized anti-immigrant sentiment and strengthened 

collaboration between right-wing groups from other countries.
16

 In August, police stopped a march 

led by Marian Kotleba, a regional governor and head of the far right People’s Party–Our Slovakia 

(ĽSNS) political party.
17

 Elsewhere, in October, a loose coalition of citizens came together to form 
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the Výzva k ľudskosti (Plea for Humanity) initiative in support of humane treatment for refugees,
18

 

while other nonprofit groups began collecting donations and organizing volunteers.
19

 

 For years, companies had been permitted to divert up to 2 percent of their taxes to NGOs, which had 

proved a substantial source of revenue—about €52 million in 2014 or up to 10 percent of the sector’s 

entire annual intake. However, changes to the tax code that came into effect in 2015 limited this 

deduction to a maximum of 1 percent. The shift sparked an outcry from NGOs, and the nonprofit 

sector entered lengthy negotiations with the Finance Ministry to amend the policy. A new exception, 

adopted in May allows private firms to assign 2 percent of their corporate taxes if they are also 

willing to contribute 0.5 percent of their profits.
20

 NGOs consider this a significant improvement.
21

  

 Slovak trade unions remain influential and closely allied with the current government. In October, the 

parliament voted to raise the country’s minimum wage by €25 per month to €405 a month for a full-

time worker.
22

 Medical workers’ unions also successfully lobbied the government for increased 

salaries for employees in both public and private healthcare institutions.
23

 In June, trade unions 

successfully negotiated a raise for workers at the PSA Peugeot Citroën plant in Trnava.
24

 However, 

the close connections between union leadership and the governing party also raise questions about the 

independence of trade unions.  

 

 

Independent Media 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

2.25 2.50 2.75 3.00 3.00 2.75 2.75 2.75 3.00 3.00 

 

 In January, a group of disgruntled journalists formerly working for Sme, the country’s most 

prominent daily, launched a new daily newspaper, Dennik N.
25

 The journalists resigned their posts 

near the end of 2014, after major financial group Penta invested in Sme’s parent company Petit Press. 

Penta has been allegedly implicated in number of political scandals in recent years, including the still 

unresolved Gorilla scandal that connected top Penta officials, and their finances, to politicians from 

across the political spectrum.
26

 Though there were numerous concerns about whether Sme would be 

able to maintain its editorial independence amid Penta’s minority stake, there was little sign of 

interference during 2015.   

 Penta, however, did show a predilection for conflict with other media in the country. The financial 

group filed a series of lawsuits against prominent Slovak publishers, including N Press, the parent 

company of Dennik N, which it targeted four separate times during 2015.
27

 They also sued the daily 

Hospodárske noviny. All the civil suits targeted opinion pieces that were critical of Penta, and the 

company was seeking financial damages and public apologies for libel.
28

  

 Defamation suits have been a common practice in Slovakia in recent years, with judgments against 

publishers frequently reaching hundreds of thousands of euros. In 2015, former Supreme Court chief 

Štefan Harabin continued to use the court system to sue detractors from the media and use his 

influence in the judiciary to affect outcomes. In the highest profile such case, he sought €300,000 in 

damages from the public broadcaster RTVS. He later dropped a €100,000 claim tied to Renáta 

Papšová—a doctor who claimed on STV that Harabin’s methods of controlling the judiciary 

contributed to the deaths of two of her patients—after she had apologized. As of year’s end the 

€200,000 suit against RTVS remained active, with a new judge likely to take up the case in 2016.
29

 

Criminal prosecution in the so-called Bonanno case, a series of lawsuits by group of judges targeting 

publisher Ringier Axel Springer and asking for a total of €1.8 million in damages, stopped in 

November 2015. Earlier in June, an appellate court ordered the Nový Čas daily to publish a front-page 

apology.
30

 

 In general, media in Slovakia are owned by wealthy oligarchs and companies with significant 

political and commercial interests—a departure from the past when foreign (mostly German or 
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Austrian) media chains controlled key outlets. In August, the National Crime Agency raided the 

offices of publisher regionPRESS in connection with an ongoing investigation into alleged 

impropriety during the 2014 presidential election and purported tax evasion.
31

 The initial scandal saw 

Sieť leader and presidential candidate Radoslav Procházka express interest in off the books 

advertisements in regionPRESS publications, which would have allowed his campaign to bypass 

spending rules. The family of another opposition leader, Igor Matovic, owns regionPRESS, 

prompting speculation that the raid was also timed to coincide with campaigning for the March 2016 

general election.
32

  

 In March, more than two dozen book publishers claimed that the financial group J&T, which owns 

significant stakes in the media, was moving to monopolize the country’s publishing industry.
33

 They 

contended that the combination of ownership stakes in the country’s largest book seller, Panta Rhei, 

and book distributor, Ikar, threatened the independence of publishers as J&T moved to alter Panta 

Rhei’s business model.
34

 Though the culture ministry expressed concern over the developments, there 

was no regulatory action taken.      

 

 

Local Democratic Governance 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

2.00 2.25 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 

 

 Beginning in March, Slovakia’s central government threatened to strip the Banská Bystrica regional 

government of its ability to administer EU funds.
35

 This move came in response to the erratic 

governing style of the region’s governor, Marian Kotleba, a right-wing extremist from ĽSNS, who 

won the region’s 2013 election amid a paltry turnout. His lack of management competence and 

ideological opposition to tapping money from Brussels has likely cost the region millions of euros in 

development funds. Still, many people were concerned about the threat to strip the region of the 

power to administer funds from Brussels, as Smer has shown a predilection for centralizing power in 

Bratislava at the expense of a more federalist track laid out by earlier governments. In December, the 

National Labor Inspectorate announced that the region had employed people illegally and hence 

became ineligible for EU funds.
36

  

 In an August referendum, nearly 97 percent of Gabčíkovo’s residents objected to using a shuttered 

military base to house refugees.
37

 The national government had pledged to house 500 asylum seekers 

on behalf of neighboring Austria. Though the government sought to express sympathy with the vote, 

it nonetheless moved forward with its plans, citing the lack of constitutional provisions that make 

local referenda binding at the national level. The Association of Towns and Villages of Slovakia 

accepted the decision but insisted that the symbolic nature of the vote was nonetheless productive for 

making local opinion heard.
38

  

 A fast track overhaul of construction law passed in October is designed to attract international 

investors to the country by lessening the administrative burden on large companies in the planning 

and building process.
39

 It came as the government successfully convinced carmaker Jaguar Land 

Rover to construct a new plant near the city of Nitra.
40

 The changes limit local input in the permitting 

process of investments deemed to have strategic relevance. Watchdog groups have criticized the 

content of the law, especially the streamlined environmental permitting process and the increased 

power to acquire property from private landowners, as well as the hasty manner in which it was 

passed.
41

 

 Administrative problems in the case of a dozen villages that had failed to elect mayors in the 

November 2014 municipal elections lingered into 2015. Some of the mayors stayed on temporarily 

while other offices simply remained vacant.
42

 In most cases, the settlements are small and populated 

predominantly by senior citizens. However, the Slovak constitution makes no provision for dealing 
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with situations where no one is running for office, and proposed reforms to merge village 

governments have drawn little support. A more likely solution, proposed by the Association of Towns 

and Villages of Slovakia (ZMOS), is to keep small villages nominally separate in an electoral sense, 

even as they share certain administrative features.  

 A study released in March found major shortfalls in the campaigning practices deployed during the 

November 2014 local elections.
43

 Just one-third of the 70 candidates in the country’s eight regional 

capitals made their campaign financing and spending publicly available. Slovak election law does not 

regulate campaign spending at the local level, and there is no apparent move to bolster rules that 

would require such disclosures. Elsewhere many other small towns still lack a website, limiting 

citizens’ abilities to interact with public officials.
44

 

 

 

Judicial Framework and Independence 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

2.25 2.50 2.75 3.00 2.75 2.75 3.00 3.00 3.00 2.75 

 

 The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) approved Slovakia’s appointee to the 

European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in September. Former Supreme Court judge Alena 

Poláčková’s appointment came after the rejection of three previous candidates (two by the Council of 

Europe and one by the Slovak parliament). Poláčková replaced Ján Šikuta, who stayed on despite his 

term expiring more than two years earlier.
45

 The inability to find a qualified replacement had been 

widely perceived as a black mark on the Slovak judiciary.
46

  

 Former Supreme Court head Štefan Harabin’s influence on the judiciary significantly decreased in 

2014 and 2015. Harabin’s direct influence on high profile rulings, the appointment of judges, and 

self-regulatory bodies meant both symbolic and actual control over a judicial system beholden to 

politics and private interests.
 47

 After fellow judges forced him out as head of the Supreme Court and 

the Judicial Council, the judiciary’s regulatory body; he was stripped of his post as head of the 

Supreme Court’s penal college in September 2015. This latest development came after a panel led by 

Harabin cleared several police officers convicted of graft,
48

 freeing them from custody in July.
49

 His 

declining influence is a positive development for the judiciary and an indication that a critical mass 

within the judiciary is asserting independence. While he remained a Supreme Court judge, Harabin is 

set to face more disciplinary action over repeated failure to convene his court panel and rulings that 

released a convicted sex criminal.
50

  

 Public confidence in the judiciary remains low and according to a poll released in October, a full 74 

percent of people do not trust the country’s court system.
51

 In addition, 64 percent of respondents said 

they did not see any positive changes in the judiciary over the past year. However, the Via Iuris 

judicial watchdog NGO blamed the poor results on the continued negative publicity generated by 

Harabin. Meanwhile surveys of business leaders also regularly express concern with the quality of the 

court system, including the principle of “equality before the law”.
52

 Commercial litigation takes 

longer than 500 days on average, one of the longest waiting periods in the EU, and has actually grown 

longer in recent years. Overall clearance rates are also among the lowest in the EU.
53

 At the same 

time, the World Bank ranks Slovakia higher than its regional counterparts in ease of doing business, a 

survey that counts assorted legal processes as key criteria.
54

   

 A one day strike by judicial workers in February prompted the government to agree to increased 

funding for the court system, boosting finances by €45 million over the next two years.
55

 However, 

successful prosecution and high-level convictions remain a rarity in Slovakia. In September, the 

Specialized Criminal Court upheld the conviction and jail sentences of an ex-diplomat and a top aide 

to a former prime minister and sent him to prison.
56
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 In implementing a controversial constitutional amendment from last year, new judges were forced to 

undergo a security clearance procedure in September.
57

 The European Commission has criticized the 

measure and some contend the procedure offers the chance for the executive branch to interfere with 

the selection of judges. Others, at the same time, note that it will further delay the appointment of 

judges, as the screening process takes between five months and a year. For now, the screening process 

has only been applied to newly appointed judges. The law was meant to apply to sitting judges as 

well, but they challenged that provision before the Constitutional Court in September 2014, with a 

judgment still pending at year's end. 

 Though the Supreme Court ruled in September that Slovakia’s police inspectorate is lawful, the 

manner in which the police force regulates itself remains controversial in practice.
58

 The inspectorate, 

which is tasked with investigating wrongdoing within the police force, repeatedly cleared officers in 

the past. Most recently, the treatment of refugees in the Medveďov camp has raised questions about 

police violence.
59

 Ombudswoman Jana Dubovcová has consistently criticized the arrangement and 

outside observers have expressed doubt about the inspectorate’s independence.
60

 Dubovcová and the 

government continued to clash over human rights issues, similar to previous years.  

 President Andrej Kiska blocked several judicial appointments by the ruling Smer party, including five 

of six candidates for the Constitutional Court in July.
61

 He has also become an outspoken advocate of 

reform in the judiciary, bringing increased public scrutiny to a sector regularly cited as a public 

concern in opinion polling.
62

   

 

 

Corruption 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

3.25 3.25 3.25 3.75 3.50 3.50 3.75 3.75 3.75 3.75 

 

 Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index ranks Slovakia among the most corrupt 

countries in Central Europe, with its score declining for the past four years.
63

 Surveys of 

businesspeople note corruption and the failure to successfully prosecute wrongdoing among the 

biggest concerns for doing business in the country.
64

 Additionally, informal payments in the 

healthcare sector persist; and the head of the domestic intelligence services admitted during his 

annual testimony that shell companies—often used to avoid paying taxes or divert profits—remain a 

problem.
65

 A full 90 percent of Slovaks consider corruption a major problem, according to the 

European Commission.
66

 

 In April, the parliament amended a law that sought to limit shell companies’ ability to participate in 

competitions for public contracts.
67

 The law, which had only been passed in January, was meant to 

create a public register that would disclose the ownership structure of any company bidding on a state 

project. Critics noted that the changes watered it down, applying the law only to public procurements 

instead of all contracts where public money is spent.
 68

 Although the president had already vetoed the 

original version of the law on the grounds that it lacked teeth, the Smer dominated parliament 

overrode the veto with simple majority vote.
69

  

 In a prevailing pattern from 2014, significant scandals in the state healthcare sector persisted 

throughout 2015. Though such scandals continue to generate significant media coverage, they largely 

represent the status quo in a sector that has long been neglected and remains an area of collusion 

between politicians and private business interests. Dubious contracts at the state-run health insurer 

prompted an investigation in September, revealing that the former director signed off on several 

contracts with companies owned by his aunt.
70

 Within days, it became clear that his replacement had 

also signed questionable contracts in his earlier position as head of a hospital.
71

 The same month saw 

the director of another hospital charged with corruption related to overpriced medical equipment at a 

Piešťany hospital.  
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 A new law granting protection for whistleblowers went into effect in January. Among other things, it 

seeks to prevent people who report corrupt or unjust practices from being punished by their 

employers.
72

 In perhaps the first notable application of the law, the judiciary did not prosecute a 

family who had lodged bribery allegations against cardiac surgeon Viliam Fischer in one of the year’s 

highest profile cases of healthcare sector corruption. The family had paid Fischer €3,000 in three 

installments to bump their relative up on the list of scheduled surgeries. Despite the surgery, the 

woman later died. In April, Fischer took a plea bargain and received a two-year suspended sentence, 

probation of four years, a €15,000 fine, a three-year ban practicing medicine, and was forced to return 

€800 to the family.
73

 The fact that the family could come forward with the allegations might set a 

precedent for others.  

 Slovakia’s most sweeping case of alleged corruption, the so-called Gorilla file, remains unresolved. 

First unearthed publicly in December 2011, the document includes transcripts of alleged discussions 

between influential businesspeople and high-level politicians, and indicates the profound influence of 

the Penta investment group on state policy. There were no prosecutions in 2015, but in February, a 

police official confirmed publicly for the first time that the file is authentic.
74

 Still, little progress was 

apparent in the case as entrenched elites from across the political spectrum have little interest in 

exposing the associated wrongdoing. After opposition parties called for him to testify before 

parliament, Special Prosecutor Dušan Kováčik twice declined to appear at scheduled sessions.
75

 

When he later did appear in June, the Smer-dominated parliament rebuffed opposition efforts to probe 

continued delays in the case and pushed through a weak resolution that merely reiterated the 

importance of resolving the case.
76
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